This study examined gender differences in stress perception among special education students in South-East Nigerian Universities. One research question and a null hypothesis guided the study. The study design was a descriptive survey. The study sampled 800 students enrolled in special education. The instrument for collection of data was a questionnaire which measures the perception of stress in students. The research data were analyzed using mean, standard deviation and t-test. The finding of the study revealed that there was no significant between male and female academic stress. For affected students of special education to be stress-free, the collaboration of special education experts and educational stakeholders is necessary for assisting such students.
Introduction
The feelings or thoughts that a person has regarding the amount of stress they are experiencing at a certain point in time or over a given period is known as perceived stress (Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983; Lazarus, & Folkman, 1984; Phillips, 2013) . Students of special education could be affected by how much they perceive stress as they try to cope with school and daily life tasks. Nweze (2005) stated that everybody is affected by stress as a result of environmental demands. Kyriacou and Sutcliffe (1978) were of the view that stress has a negative influence on the student which predisposes them to less academic achievement.
Special education ensures that people with special needs are empowered educationally, socially, and psychologically (Omede, 2016) . Florian (2008) observed that the introduction of special education into the educational system has helped to remove learning barriers for special need students. UNESCO (1999) opined that special education should address discriminations. The Universal Basic Education (UBE) Act of 2004 and the National Policy on Education (NPE) was proposed with the interest of equalizing education for all regardless of mental, emotional, sensory and social challenges (FRN, 2013) . Agunloye, Pollingue, Davou, and Osagie (2011) stated that special need students are taught better when they are assigned to teachers of special education for intensive teaching.
Stress level by gender is an important area of research. Gender is the personal sexual identification of an individual, regardless of the person's biological and outward sex. Kendra (2004) reported that gender tries to differentiate masculinity (male) from feminity (female) from cultural and background assumption in differentiating societal expectation which is established by individual behavioural, emotional and physical attributes that are related to male and female. Cassel (2002) saw gender as the social fact of being male or female. Gender according to Long (2013) is the behavioural differences between males and females that are culturally-based and socially learned. Gender is the range of trait relating to, and differentiating between male and female social roles (Hazel & Sally, 2000) .
According to Gada (2002) , stress is defined as any specific response of the body to all demands made on it. For Mgbodile (2004) , stress refers to the internal or external condition or situation that imposes a demand for adjustment on the individual. Abanobi (2005) noted that stress is the pressure or worry resulting from problems people encounter in their daily living. Oboegbulem (1995) asserted that moderate stress stimulates a person to act well in adjusting effectively to constant changes in the world. Oboegbulem, buttressing further noted that positive results of stress on individual serves as a force stimulation in their career as it encourages them to aim higher in their career. However, Okere and Onyechi (2007) stated that adverse stress brings confusion to students in their learning environment. Dierendonck and Visser (2005) observed that individual's ability fall below expectation because of stress. Dierendonck and Visser noted that stress reduces the functional abilities of individuals. Dierendonck and Visser further stated that people could become depressive, sad, angered among others because of stress. There is a dearth of evidence regarding stress perception among special education students. The purpose of this study was to ascertain gender differences in stress perception among special education students in South-East Nigerian Universities.
research question
1) Is there a gender difference in stress perception among special education students?
Hypothesis
The hypothesis below was raised and tested at0.05 probability level.
1) There is no significant difference in stress perception among male and female special education students.
Research Method
The study design was a descriptive survey conducted over the course of three months in 2018. The study targeted all the universities in South-East Nigeria. The study used a convenience sample of 800 students enrolled in special education. All participating students of special education provided informed consent. The instrument for data collection was researchers-developed questionnaire titled "Students Stress Perception Questionnaire" (SSPQ). It is structured on a four-point rating scale of Strongly Agreed (SA) to Strongly Disagreed (SD). The instrument was face-validated by experts. The internal consistency of the instrument was determined using Cronbach alpha (0.87α). The instrument was administered directly to the respondents by the researchers with the help of three assistants. Mean and standard deviation was used in answering the research question while t-test was used on hypothesis.
Results
Research Question: Is there a gender difference in stress perception among special education students? Result in Table 1 revealed that male special education students had a mean stress of 25.83 with a standard deviation of 6.44 while female special education students had mean stress of 28.08 with a standard deviation of 5.87. These mean scores suggest that male students enrolled in special education experience less stress than their female counterparts.
Hypothesis
There is no significant difference in stress perception among male and female special education students. Result in Table 2 showed that there is a statistically significant difference in stress perception among male and female students of special education in Nigerian universities, t(798)=-5.169, p=.000, 95%CI=-3.103,-1.395. Female students had a high level of perceived stress compared to their male counterparts.
Discussion
The present study showed that there is a statistically significant difference in stress perception among male and female students of special education in South-East Nigerian universities. Specifically, female students had a high level of perceived stress compared to their male counterparts. Nnabuihe, Onyeizugbe and Onwuka (2012) showed that stress is likely to be profound among females than their male counterparts. Nwefuru et al. (2018) reported that undergraduate students experience academic stress at a high level. Nwokenna et al. (2019a) reported that there exists stress among students. Ogbueghu et al. (2019) reported no gender differences in perceived stress among undergraduate students of Economics Education. Nwokenna et al. (2019b) also revealed that undergraduate students experience stress in their effort to overcome academic challenges confronting them. Al-Omar (2003) reported that stress may affect all individuals irrespective of gender. However, Liu and Zhu (2009) reported that men are likely to experience more stress than women. Shaikh, Kahloon, and Kazmi (2004) reported that students experience academic stress because of overloaded take-home assignments they been assigned to. Erkutlu and Chafra (2006) reported that students stress can be associated with family engagement, socio-personal and failure to achieve positively on academics. Talib and Zai-urRehman (2012) reported that students at all level in tertiary institutions experience stress in different dimension which invariably affects their academic grade. Mani (2010) revealed that students experience stress in their attempts to adjust for any academic examination. Baldwin, Wilkinson, and Bradley (2009) reported that students experience stress both within and outside the school environment. Smith and Renk (2007) reported that small classroom for teaching and learning and academic failure are agents of students' academic stress. For affected students of special education to be stress-free, the collaboration of special education experts and educational stakeholders is necessary for assisting such students.
Conclusion
Male students enrolled in special education course experience less stress than their female counterparts. Thus, there is a statistically significant difference in stress perception among male and female students of special education in South-East Nigerian universities. Therefore, special education experts through governmental and nongovernmental aids should initiate interventions for reducing stress amongst female special education students.
